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ECHOES    OF    BIG    BEN

Other members of the Government soon acquired the official technique.
Murmurs were raised behind them when they spoke of "His Majesty's Government";
the revolutionaries would have substituted * The Labour Government," but the
Ministers adhered to constitutional form. Their replies to questions were in the best
Treasury Bench manner. They repeated die Asquithian tags: "every relevant
consideration will be borne in mind*; "every avenue will be explored." When
asked by a member if this or that was meant by an answer, they told the inquirer
that the answer meant what it said! I was not surprised to hear from one who knew
that the Labour Ministers conducted themselves at Privy Councils and Court functions
with correctness and dignity.

There was an innovation which made me suspect that Labour Ministers would
not be masters in their own House. A Committee of members was elected to act
as a liaison between the Government and the rank-and-file. By this device pressure
could be brought to bear upon the Ministers by men who had not their knowledge.
It did not prove to the advantage of the Government.

The Ministerial novices got fair play from the older parties. Baldwin showed
them every consideration. For him, in turn, MacDonald had smiles and gracious
words. Perhaps the Labour leader calculated on the political world in the future
being divided between the Conservative leader and himself. On the other hand
he was grudging in recognition of the assistance that the Liberals gave him by speech
and vote. The Liberals sat below the gangway on the Government side where the
Labour party sat during the Campbell-Bannerman and Asquith administrations.

The enthusiasts who expected to see Socialism "in our time" were sorely
disappointed. Instead of a new world they saw old policies. They were amazed
by the decision of their Government to proceed with the Cruiser programme, which
was a legacy from the Conservatives.

"What a difference it makes to your convictions when you cross the floor of the
House/* Radical Pringle exclaimed, as he glanced at die Ministers. It was to
their credit that, like Gladstone, daey could in office take an attitude different from
what they took in "a position of greater freedom and less responsibility." A revolt
against the Naval programme was threatened by intransigent Labour members,
but it was quelled by die Prime Minister in a speech cheered by the Conservatives.

Snowden's Budget was on orthodox Treasury lines. Asquith described it as a
sound financial Budget. Labour members were disappointed because it did not
carry out their projects of social amelioration. The miracle of the loaves and fishes,
Snowden declared, was a trivial thing in comparison with what they expected him
to perform. Give us time, he pleaded. That was a plea at which the impatient

MacDonald, following the practice of Balfour and Asquith, spent litde time
in die House except to answer questions or to follow a debate in which he was
direcdy concerned. He was busily occupied with international affairs, and estab-
lished a European reputation by the Allied Conference in London on German
Reparations; but he did not supervise the work of colleagues. He suffered by not
keeping in touch widi his party.
I have often heard complaints that Prime Ministers did not consort freely with
faithful followers. In MacDonald's case his aloofness caused sharp displeasure.
Even official colleagues had few opportunities of meeting him except in Cabinet.